
 

 

Since January 2020 Elsevier has created a COVID-19 resource centre with 

free information in English and Mandarin on the novel coronavirus COVID-

19. The COVID-19 resource centre is hosted on Elsevier Connect, the 

company's public news and information website. 

 

Elsevier hereby grants permission to make all its COVID-19-related 

research that is available on the COVID-19 resource centre - including this 

research content - immediately available in PubMed Central and other 

publicly funded repositories, such as the WHO COVID database with rights 

for unrestricted research re-use and analyses in any form or by any means 

with acknowledgement of the original source. These permissions are 

granted for free by Elsevier for as long as the COVID-19 resource centre 

remains active. 

 



International Journal of Infectious Diseases 96 (2020) 398
Short Communication

The proportion of COVID-19 cases that are asymptomatic
in South Korea: Comment on Nishiura et al.

Joseph Workman*
University of Missouri, Kansas City, United States

A R T I C L E I N F O

Article history:
Received 27 April 2020
Accepted 10 May 2020

Keywords:
COVID-19
Asymptomatic
Korea

A B S T R A C T

The Korean Centers for Disease Control & Prevention reports the asymptomatic case proportion for
COVID-19 is 33.3%. The asymptomatic case proportion in South Korea closely approximates the rate of
30.8% reported by Nishiura et al. (2020) among Japanese nationals returning from abroad.
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In a recent paper, Nishiura et al. (2020) estimated the
asymptomatic rate of COVID-19 cases among Japanese nationals
who were tested upon returning to Japan from abroad. The authors
estimated the proportion of positive COVID-19 cases that were
asymptomatic to be 30.8% (95% confidence interval: 7.7%, 53.8%).

Nishiura et al.’s (2020) estimate of a 30.8% rate of asymptomatic
COVID-19 cases closely approximates the asymptomatic rate
reported by the Korean Centers for Disease Control & Prevention
(CDC). South Korea has been one of the most proactive nations in
implementing widespread testing for COVID-19 and contact
tracing for positive cases. The Korean CDC’s widespread testing
of individuals not exhibiting symptoms makes it an exceptional
resource for estimating the proportion of asymptomatic cases.

In an April 6 Press Release, the Korean CDC Division of Risk
Assessment and International Cooperation reported, “asymptom-
atic case proportion is 33.3% based on the presence or absence of
symptoms at the time of confirmation. Further analysis is
underway based on clinical progress.” (Division of Risk Assessment
and International Cooperation, 2020b) Unfortunately, the press
release did not provide details on (1) what proportion of cases
were pre-symptomatic and eventually exhibited symptoms and (2)
how many positive cases the 33.3% asymptomatic rate was based
upon, which would be required for calculating a confidence
interval of the asymptomatic case rate. The same press release
from April 6 stated the overall prevalence of COVID-19 in South
Korea at the time as, “As of 0:00, April 6, 2020, a total of 10,284
cases (including 769 imported cases) have been confirmed.”
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One concerning trend is that the Korean CDC has found cases
where individuals test positive for COVID-19 a second time, after
initially recovering from the disease. The asymptomatic case rate
appears higher for those who test positive for COVID-19 a second
time. In an April 17 press release, the Division of Risk Assessment
and International Cooperation stated, “of the 137 retested-positive
cases with reported clinical and epidemiological information, 61
(43.9%) cases were symptomatic. All of the 61 symptomatic cases
had mild symptoms.” (Division of Risk Assessment and Interna-
tional Cooperation, 2020a) This would indicate 56.1% of re-tested
positive cases were asymptomatic (author’s own calculation of 95%
confidence interval: 48.8%, 64.4%).

The Korean CDC and Nishiura et al. (2020) found the
asymptomatic case rate for COVID-19 was approximately 30%.
The numbers presented in this comment from South Korea help
put Nishiura et al.’s (2020) findings from the Japanese nationals
returning from abroad in a broader context. This comment also
emphasizes that the asymptomatic rate may be higher among
those who re-test positive for COVID-19.
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